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Abstract
Recent neuroimaging studies have identified a set of brain regions that are metabolically active during wakeful rest and
consistently deactivate in a variety the performance of demanding tasks. This ‘‘default network’’ has been functionally linked
to the stream of thoughts occurring automatically in the absence of goal-directed activity and which constitutes an aspect
of mental behavior specifically addressed by many meditative practices. Zen meditation, in particular, is traditionally
associated with a mental state of full awareness but reduced conceptual content, to be attained via a disciplined regulation
of attention and bodily posture. Using fMRI and a simplified meditative condition interspersed with a lexical decision task,
we investigated the neural correlates of conceptual processing during meditation in regular Zen practitioners and matched
control subjects. While behavioral performance did not differ between groups, Zen practitioners displayed a reduced
duration of the neural response linked to conceptual processing in regions of the default network, suggesting that
meditative training may foster the ability to control the automatic cascade of semantic associations triggered by a stimulus
and, by extension, to voluntarily regulate the flow of spontaneous mentation.
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Introduction
There has been a resurgence of scientific interest in the
neurophysiological bases of meditation in recent years [1,2], owing
in part to the wide availability and increasing sophistication of in
vivo brain imaging techniques. An important aspect of these
practices that has not been directly investigated, and the subject of
the present work, is the relationship between meditation and
conceptual processing. The Buddhist meditative exercise has its
roots in the metaphysical tenet of ‘‘emptiness,’’ particularly
emphasized by the Zen schools [3]. According to this view, reality
is originally devoid of ontological properties and it is only via an
incessant and largely unconscious habit of emotional self-reference
and categorization that a conceptual structure is created and
ultimately reified; a process necessary for daily life, but that also
tends to condition the individual into predefined patterns of
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Meditation is believed to
counteract this tendency in favor of a condition of equanimity
where the provisional nature of one’s own conceptual structure is
realized, bringing about a greater freedom of thought and action
as well as a decreased sense of self-attachment.
The classical instructions for the practice of zazen (‘‘seated
meditation’’) can be found in the XII century text Fukan Zazengi by
Do ¯gen Kigen, the patriarch of the Japanese So ¯to Zen school:
‘‘Think of neither good nor evil and judge not right or wrong. Stop the
operation of the mind, and consciousness; bring to an end all desires, all
concepts and judgments […] After the bodily position is in order,
regulate your breathing. If a thought arises, take note of it and then
dismiss it. When you forget all attachments steadfastly, you will
naturally become zazen itself.’’ [4].
In cognitive terms, the attempt at mental regulation through
meditation involves developing a progressive familiarity with the
interplay of voluntary attention (often directed to the breath and/
or the posture) and the spontaneous conceptual processing that
appears in its fractures, a process facilitated by the adoption of a
stable seated posture and a quiet environment. It should also be
noted that while particular meditative practices attempt to
promote absorption and sensory withdrawal from the environment
(see [5,6], for a classification of meditative techniques), Zen
meditation, quite to the contrary, prescribes a vigilant attitude that
is pragmatically implemented by the adoption of a seated posture
with a certain degree of active tension and by keeping the eyes
open; mental withdrawal from the environment is considered as
promoting a state of dreaminess and lack of clarity counterpro-
ductive to the meditative pursuit and is therefore vigorously
discouraged [7].
The study of spontaneous cognitive processes in the resting state
has recently acquired some momentum due to the neuroimaging
finding of a consistent set of brain regions displaying higher
activity during wakeful rest than during a variety of demanding
tasks. Such a ‘‘default mode of brain function’’ [8,9] has in fact
been implicated in the spontaneous stream of thoughts, episodic
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absence of goal-directed activity [10,11,12,13], and which appears
to be integral to our sense of self [14,15,16,17]. The default
network includes regions in the medial prefrontal cortex, posterior
cingulate, angular gyrus, and the left superior and middle frontal
gyri [8,9,18,19], while typical subcortical components are the
hippocampus and parahippocampal gyrus [14,20,21].
In the current study, we tested the hypothesis that the habitual
practice of being heedful to distraction from spontaneous thoughts
during meditation renders regular meditators, as compared to
control subjects, more able to voluntarily contain the automatic
cascade of conceptual associations triggered by semantic stimuli. To
this purpose, we adapted a simple lexical decision task [11] that
required the subjects to decide whether the visually presented stimuli
were real English words or strings of letters with plausible readings
but no semantic content (‘‘nonwords’’) by pressing a button on an
MRI-compatible response device. The stimuli were delivered on a
temporally sparse schedule within an ongoing meditative condition:
subjects were instructed to attend to their breathing throughout the
scan, perform the lexical decision task when a stimulus appeared on
the screen, and promptly re-focus their attention to their breathing.
We hypothesized that the default network in meditators would
display a response associated with semantic processing characterized
by a reduced duration compared to control subjects, for whom the
cascade of conceptual associations triggered by semantic stimuli
would be less effectively terminated by the experimental prescription
of redirecting attention to the breathing.
Results
Behavioral data
A repeated-measure ANOVA with group (CTRL, MEDT) as a
between-subject factor and stimulus type (word, nonword) as a
within-subject factor, yielded a significant effect of stimulus type on
the response times to the lexical decision task (F(1,22)=13.23,
p=0.0015), but no effect of group (F(1,22)=0.26, p=0.62) and no
interaction of group by stimulus type (F(1,22)=2.84, p=0.11). The
number of omissions and errors was very small and similar across
groups and stimulus types (Table 1).
Imaging data
The contrast words-nonwords in the random-effects analysis on
the pooled data (CTRL+MEDT) identified a collection of areas in
the left hemisphere largely overlapping with the default mode
network [8] (Table 2 and Figure 1). In order to examine the results
in more detail within the regions detected by the pooled analysis,
we extracted the ROI-based average values of the estimation
coefficients (‘‘betas’’) for the word and nonword regressors
(Figure 2).
An aspect of the results portrayed in Figure 2 that may appear
puzzling at first is that the observed response to the stimuli was
generally a deactivation compared to baseline, for both words and
nonwords. This is perhaps unexpected, given the amount of
existing data implicating regions of the default mode network in
semantic processing, especially on the left side [10,11,13,22,23,24].
It can be explained, however, by considering that (1) some activity
related to spontaneous thoughts is likely to be present during the
meditative baseline condition, and (2) the response to the stimuli in
our task always included the interruption of an ongoing state of
introspectively oriented attention to require visual processing and
a motor response (see Methods). While this task-switching
component is likely to be responsible for the general deactivation
induced by both words and nonwords [25], it was important to
verify that the observed differential activity induced by words and
nonwords in regions of the default mode network was not due to a
simple difference in processing difficulty [26], as suggested by
slower reaction times for nonwords compared to words (Table 1),
rather than to semantic processing. We therefore performed a
Pearson correlation analysis across subjects between the values of
the words-nonwords contrast in each ROI and the average difference
in response times between word and nonword stimuli. All
correlations were non-significant, even when omitting the
correction for multiple testing, with very low values for the
correlation coefficient (all p.0.05, uncorrected; median r=0.04).
Notably, the contrast words-nonwords, when the hemodynamic
response was modeled as a simple Gamma function, was not
significantly different between controls and meditators in any ROI
(all t-tests, p.0.2). It is important to recognize, however, that this
corresponds to a real lack of difference in the response properties of
meditators and control only insofar as the Gamma function models
the full extent of the hemodynamic time course satisfactorily. In
particular, since we were interested in the residual semantic
processing occurring after the subjects responded to the stimulus,
weexaminedtheROIs’activationprofile inmoredetailbymodeling
the hemodynamic time course with a more general basis set of spline
functions. The estimated event-related time courses for the stimulus
response component associated with conceptual processing (see
Methods), obtained by subtracting the estimated waveform for
nonword stimuli from the estimated waveform for word stimuli,
showed a clear difference between meditators and controls in the
peri-stimulus interval following the peak of the Gamma model
(Figure 3). The event-related time course of this difference is plotted
explicitly in Figure 4. A repeated-measure ANOVA on the
cumulative measure of the BOLD activity associated with semantic
processing in the 6–14 s post-stimulus period, with group as a
between-subject factor and ROI as a within-subject factor (see
Methods), showed significant main effects of group (CTRL.
MEDT, F(1,22)=12.3, p=0.002) and ROI (F(7,154)=3.5,
p=0.001), and no interaction (F(7,154)=1.3, p=0.2). Post-hoc tests
of group differences within each ROI revealed that this effect was
common across all ROIs, with the exception of the middle and
posterior cingulate areas (Table 3).
Discussion
In this study, we employed a simple lexical decision paradigm to
investigate whether the regular practice of meditation can affect
the dynamics of implicit conceptual processing and, more
Table 1. Behavioral data for the lexical decision task: mean
response times (in ms, st. dev. in parentheses), mean number
of errors, and omissions (st. dev. in parentheses).
words nonwords
Response times
CTRL 987.9 (266.8) 1094.3 (341.6)
MEDT 969.4 (182.1) 1008.4 (208.7)
Errors
CTRL 0.8 (1.2) 1.0 (1.0)
MEDT 0.9 (0.7) 0.8 (0.9)
Omissions
CTRL 1.2 (1.9) 0.8 (1.5)
MEDT 1.0 (1.7) 0.8 (1.9)
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0003083.t001
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the ability to abbreviate the duration of neural processing triggered
by semantic stimuli during meditation. To this end, we first
identified the brain regions associated with conceptual processing
across the two groups of subjects, and then estimated the temporal
course of the stimulus-evoked response in these regions. The
results support the hypothesis that the regular practice of Zen
meditation enhances the capacity for voluntary regulation of
spontaneous mental activity. In regions of the default network,
meditators displayed a BOLD response related to semantic
processing that was characterized by a reduced post-stimulus tail
compared to control subjects. A possible explanation for this
finding is that meditators, given their practice history, had an
advantage over control subjects in the experimental meditative
task of re-focusing attention on the breath after having processed
and responded to the presented stimuli. It is interesting to note that
in a few ROIs and especially in the L.angular.g.1 (Figure 3), a key
region in conceptual elaboration [27,28,29], the BOLD signal
related to semantic processing drops to a level below baseline in
the post-stimulus period in meditators. This finding may indicate
that the active process of regulating the stimulus-triggered
conceptual processing by re-focusing on the breath, is in
meditators so effective as to bring the level of semantic processing
temporarily below the level of the normal baseline. During the
Figure 1. Activated clusters for the contrast words-nonwords on the pooled data (CTRL+MEDT). The t-map is thresholded at p,0.001,
k.27 voxels (a,0.05).
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0003083.g001
Table 2. Clusters of activation for the contrast words-
nonwords on the pooled data (CTRL+MEDT), thresholded at
p,0.001 and k.27 voxels (a,0.05).
Region size t-value x y z
L MCC 195 6.08 29 224 45
L sup frontal g (1) 146 5.68 218 18 66
L sup frontal g (2) 44 5.20 218 60 18
L angular g (1) 145 5.52 245 269 39
L angular g (2) 69 6.17 251 263 21
L PCC 82 5.26 26 254 21
L rACC 46 6.10 234 5 212
L inf temporal g 27 5.80 263 221 221
Cluster sizes are in voxels, t-values refer to the peak voxel in the cluster, and
stereotactic coordinates are in MNI space (mm). Abbreviations: L=Left,
MCC=middle cingulate cortex, PCC=posterior cingulate cortex, rACC=rostral
anterior cingulate cortex, g=gyrus, s=sulcus, sup=superior, inf=inferior. The
indices (1) and (2) are used to distinguish different clusters in similar anatomical
locations.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0003083.t002
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certain amount of spontaneous thinking is likely to occur in both
groups of subjects (although perhaps less so in meditators), but in
the period immediately following a stimulus response, the strong
engagement of the executive function involved in re-focusing
attention on the breath may cause the level of conceptual
processing to drop below the normal baseline level; this is usually
the case for deactivations in the default mode network, which
increase in amplitude as executive demands increase [26].
Notably, the conceptual processing evoked by the word stimuli
in the lexical decision task was completely implicit, in the sense
that no explicit conceptual elaboration of the stimuli was required
in order to perform the task correctly. The task relied on the
assumption that the visual presentation of a lexical stimulus with
semantic content, insofar as it was recognized as a ‘‘real English
word’’, would automatically activate a cluster of semantic
associations whose neural correlates could be identified by the
contrast words-nonwords. The choice of implicit rather than explicit
conceptual processing was motivated by the desire to mimic, to a
certain extent, the properties of spontaneous, task-unrelated
thoughts. In this sense, the snippets of semantic content delivered
at random times within the baseline meditative condition were
employed as ‘‘seeds’’ for triggering from the outside, and in an
experimentally controlled fashion, the automatic activation of at
Figure 2. ROI-based averages of the Gamma model beta coefficients for words (‘‘wo’’) and nonwords (‘‘nw’’) in controls (CTRL) and
meditators (MEDT). Abbreviations for ROI names are the same as in Table 2, where the index 1 and 2 for clusters with the same anatomical label
follows the order in the table.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0003083.g002
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word.
We did not observe any difference in reaction times or errors
between controls and meditators. It could have been expected that
meditators would exhibit a prompter response to the stimuli, by
virtue of their training in being less distracted by spontaneous
thoughts. We note, however, that subjects in our study were
instructed to concentrate on their breathing and that, therefore,
responding to the stimulus required a switching from an internally
to an externally oriented attentional modality, a process with a
significant cost in terms of reaction times that may have masked
such an effect. In the actual practice of zazen, on the other hand, a
great importance is placed on a regulated sitting posture and a
mental attitude of openness to the arising of perceptions without
allowing one’s attention to be sequestered by them. While both of
these components are thought to promote a state of mental
Figure 3. Estimates of the BOLD response associated with semantic processing in the ROI set, obtained by fitting a spline basis set
model for the hemodynamic function and subtracting the average response to nonwords (‘‘nw’’) from the average response to
words (‘‘wo’’) in meditators and controls. The Gamma function model for a standard hemodynamic response is plotted as a black dotted line for
reference.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0003083.g003
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they were not included in our protocol for pragmatic reasons, i.e.,
that the simplified meditative technique of breath concentration
could be easily adopted by the non-meditators, as well as the
impossibility of assuming a seated posture in the scanner. These
factors may explain the observed lack of differences in the
behavioral results between meditators and controls.
The pattern of activation identified by the contrast words-
nonwords included the typical nodes of the default mode network,
replicating the results obtained by Binder and colleagues [11] in a
study employing the same stimuli in a fast event-related design.
This is also consistent with several reports implicating regions of
the default mode network in semantic processes of either task-
related [10,24,30,31] or task-unrelated nature [13,23], with a
complex interaction of the two with respect to memory formation
[32,33,34]. The activated clusters were restricted to the left
hemisphere, which is to be expected given the lexical nature of the
task and well-known left-hemisphere dominance in language
function. Notably, meditators and controls exhibited no difference
for the words-nonwords contrast in these regions when the
Figure 4. Difference between controls and meditators (CTRL-MEDT) in the estimated profile of the BOLD response related to
conceptual activity. Error bars represent standard errors and a reference Gamma function model for the BOLD response to a single brief stimulus is
plotted as a black line for reference.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0003083.g004
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function. A whole-brain analysis directly comparing meditators
and controls for the same contrast (words-nonwords) also revealed no
significant group differences at the statistical threshold of a,0.05,
corrected (single-voxel p,0.001, cluster size k.27 voxels). It is
important to note that the response model based on the
convolution of the stimulus presentation sequence with a simple
Gamma function was generally able to detect the initial transient
rise in the signal, but could only partially fit a response that was
more extended than the canonical hemodynamic response to a
brief simple stimulus. Since the duration of the processing
triggered by the presentation of the stimuli was a quantity of
interest in our study and unknown a priori, we estimated the actual
time course of the response in the selected set of ROIs by modeling
the stimulus response with a basis set of cubic splines. Using this
method, we were able to detect a decreased duration of the BOLD
response related to conceptual processing in most regions
identified by the initial analysis in meditators versus controls
(Table 3, Figure 4). This effect was particularly prominent in the
left angular gyrus and the left superior frontal gyrus, regions whose
level of activity has been reported to be strongly correlated with
the amount of task-independent thoughts in a recent study [23].
The only ROIs that did not display a significant group effect were
the middle cingulate cortex, which is not commonly considered
part of the default network, and the posterior cingulate cortex,
which also displayed a lesser correlation with task-independent
thoughts compared to the other regions in the above mentioned
study [23]. The medial parietal cortex (including posterior cingulate,
retrosplenial cortex, and precuneus) has been hypothesized to
occupy a rather early stage in processing semantic information [35],
which could explain why we did not detect a significant group
difference in this region for the post-stimulus semantic activity. From
this perspective, an effect of sustained semantic processing is more
likely to be observed in areas that occupy later processing stages, in
particular higher-order associative areas such as the angular gyrus
and regions of the prefrontal cortex, which are optimally suited to
maintain an organized pattern of activity for extended durations
[36,37]. There is in fact considerable evidence indicating that the
region around the angular gyrus, corresponding roughly to
Brodmann areas 39/40 and originally described by Norman
Geschwind [38], is a key structure in semantic processing [28,29]
and may have had an evolutionary role in the development of
language [39]. The angular gyrus has also been hypothesized to play
a specific role in the default network by integrating semantic
information intoan ongoing context,and hasrecentlybeen shown to
display later-stage responses to semantic material similar to those
observed here [40].
The present work contributes novel data to the burgeoning field
of meditation studies in the context of modern neuroscience (see
[5,41] for reviews), as well as to the research on mind-wandering
and stimulus-independent thoughts [42]. While most of the recent
literature has focused on the effect of meditative practices on
attentional processes [43,44,45,46,47,48], and a substantial effort
has been devoted to investigate the processes underlying mind-
wandering under non-meditative conditions [13,49,50,51,52,53],
there has not yet been, to our knowledge, any previous attempt to
characterize the neural correlates of conceptual processing during
meditation. Importantly, this is an area of research with potential
clinical relevance for psychiatric conditions characterized by
excessive rumination [54], such as obsessive-compulsive disorder
[55], anxiety disorder [56], and major depression [57,58,59].
In closing, we would like to indicate some limitations of the
present study that should be explored by further work. First, the
employed cross-sectional experimental design cannot rule out the
possibility of a selection bias where the observed effect is not due to
the difference in meditative experience between the two groups
but to some pre-existing hidden variable; a longitudinal design,
with random assignment of subjects to a meditation training group
and a group with a control intervention, would be able to detect
differences due to training with greater confidence, albeit at the
likely price of investigating effects limited to short-term training.
Secondly, the study was not designed to assess behavioral
correlates of the fMRI finding of a faster post-stimulus renorma-
lization, in meditators compared to controls, of the BOLD signal
related to semantic processing; future work should explore the use
of behavioral probes that can directly assess the level of conceptual
processing in the post-stimulus period without critically interfering
with the main paradigm. Thirdly, while the study was sufficiently
powered to detect the reported effects, it could clearly benefit from
a larger sample size. Finally, for the sake of ecological validity and
in view of potential clinical applications, the adopted experimental
paradigm could be expanded to include stimuli with strong
emotional content [58] and organized in full sentences with richer
semantic structure [60].
Methods
Subjects
Twelve Zen meditators (MEDT) with more than 3 years of daily
practice were recruited from the local community and meditation
centers, along with 12 control subjects (CTRL) who had never
practiced meditation. The groups were matched by sex
(MEDT=10 M, CTRL=9 M), age (mean6SD: MEDT,
37.367.2 years; CTRL, 35.365.9 years; two-tailed two-sample
t-test: p=0.45), and education level (mean6SD: MEDT,
17.862.5 years; CTRL, 17.661.6 years; p=0.85). All participants
were native speakers of English and right-handed, except one
meditator who was ambidextrous. Subjects gave written informed
consent for a protocol approved by the Emory University
Institutional Review Board.
Experimental task
Subjects of both groups were instructed to pay attention to their
breathing throughout the fMRI scan and return to it every time
they found themselves distracted by thoughts, memories, or
sensations; a fixation cross was kept on the MRI display screen to
help concentration and avoid excessive eye movement. The choice
of having both meditators and controls engage in a simplified
Table 3. Tests of group differences in the cumulative
measure of the BOLD signal related to semantic processing in
the 6–14 s post-stimulus period within each ROI.
Region F-stats p-value
L MCC 2.26 0.13
L sup frontal g (1) 11.89 0.0007
***
L sup frontal g (2) 8.91 0.0033
**
L angular g (1) 12.49 0.0005
***
L angular g (2) 8.45 0.0042
**
L PCC 1.54 0.22
L rACC 5.93 0.016
*
L inf temporal g 6.07 0.015
*
The reported p-values are Bonferroni corrected. Significance codes:
*,0.05,
**,0.01,
***,0.001.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0003083.t003
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‘‘rest’’ and the meditators meditate, was motivated by the desire to
equalize procedurally the two experimental groups as much as
possible, so that any observed group difference in brain activation
would be more easily attributable to a difference in meditative
experience and training. It was explained to the subjects that this
‘‘meditative’’ baseline condition would be interrupted at random
times by the appearance of a string of letters on the screen: they
should indicate with their left hand, by pressing either the index or
the middle finger button of a response box, whether the stimulus
was a ‘‘real English word’’ (index finger) or not (middle finger) and
promptly return their attention to their breathing. The lexical
decision task was adapted from Binder et al. [11] and employed a
subset of the same phonologically and orthographically matched
words and nonwords (50 items each). Using the routine RSFgen in
the software package AFNI [61], the temporal schedule of the
stimuli was selected as the one with the greatest statistical efficiency
from a Monte Carlo simulation of 10,000 randomly generated
stimulus sequences. The onset times of half of the stimuli in each
category were subsequently jittered by an interval of TR/2 s in
order to improve the statistical estimation of the hemodynamic
response function. Given the length of the imaging run (<20 min),
the resulting schedule was sparse enough to allow a reasonable
establishment of the baseline condition of refocusing attention to
the breathing (inter-stimulus interval: range 1.4–72.9 s, medi-
an=8.2 s, IQR=12.9 s). Stimulus presentation and response
collection were implemented using the Cogent 2000 software
package (Wellcome Department of Imaging Neuroscience, http://
www.fil.ion.ucl.ac.uk/Cogent2000.html).
MRI acquisition and preprocessing
Scanning was performed with a 3.0 Tesla Siemens Magnetom
Trio scanner. The imaging session consisted of the acquisition of a
T1-weighted high-resolution anatomical image (MPRAGE, 176
sagittal slices, voxel size: 16161 mm), followed by the acquisition
of a single series of functional images (gradient-echo echo-planar,
520 scans, 35 axial slices, voxel size: 36363 mm, TR=2.35 s,
TE=30). During the acquisition of the anatomical image, subjects
practiced a shorter version of the lexical decision task with word
and nonword items from a different set (50 items for each
category, inter-stimulus interval=3 s). During the functional scan,
subjects engaged in the simplified meditative condition and
phasically responded to the lexical decision task as described in
the previous section.
For each subject, the functional scans were corrected for the
slice acquisition timing schedule and head movement; the T1-
weighted anatomical image was spatially registered with a 6-
parameter rigid-body transformation to the average of the motion-
corrected functional images and subsequently warped to the
Montreal Neurological Institute brain template using a 12-
parameter affine transformation followed by non-linear deforma-
tions; the estimated warping parameters were applied to the
functional scans, which were then spatially smoothed with an
8 mm full-width-half-maximum (FWHM) Gaussian isotropic
kernel. Image processing was performed with the freely available
software packages AFNI (http://afni.nimh.nih.gov) and SPM5
(http://fil.ion.ucl.ac.uk/spm/software/spm5).
Statistical analysis
Statistical analyses on behavioral data and quantities derived
from the estimation of fMRI response parameters were performed
using the freely available software package R (http://www.r-
project.org). All statistical tests were two-sided, unless specified
otherwise.
Behavioral data
The response times from the lexical decision task (Table 1) were
submitted to a repeated-measure ANOVA, with group (CTRL,
MEDT) as a between-subject factor and stimulus type (word,
nonword) as a within-subject factor.
Imaging data
A general linear model (GLM) was fitted to the fMRI time series
for each subject. The GLM included two regressors representing
the expected fMRI response to word and nonword stimuli,
obtained by convolving the stimuli temporal sequence with a
Gamma function model of the hemodynamic response [62], an
additional regressor modeling the response to error trials, the six
motion parameters estimated during the head movement correc-
tion phase of the preprocessing, and a basis set of 10 functions
representing a Legendre polynomial of the 9
th order, modeling
low-frequency confounds. The spatial images encoding the
parameter estimates (‘‘betas’’) for word and nonword regressors
were then individually scaled to represent a voxel-wise percent
signal change with respect to each voxel’s temporal mean.
In order to localize the brain regions involved in conceptual
processing across the two groups, the data from meditators and
controls were pooled together and a random-effects model was
implemented as a paired two-sample t-test on the beta images
corresponding to the effects of words and nonwords. The resulting
statistical t-map was thresholded at the combined single-voxel
significance level of p,0.001 with cluster size k.27 voxels. These
values were determined by a Monte Carlo simulation of the cluster
size distribution under the null hypothesis [63] to yield a family-
wise error rate of a,0.05.
The clusters identified in this analysis served as regions of interest
(ROIs) for a more detailed investigation of the amplitude of the
response to words and nonwords, as well as for the estimation of the
temporal dynamics of conceptual processing in the two groups of
subjects. To this purpose, a new GLM was fitted to each subject’s
fMRI data, where the hemodynamic response to words and
nonwords was now modeled with a basis set of seven cubic splines
spaced one TR (2.35 s) apart and spanning the interval from 0 to
14.1 s post-stimulus. The set of fitted splines was then resampled at a
1 s temporal resolution, to give a reconstructed event-related
response on a 1 s temporal grid, and averaged within each ROI.
It is important to note that, in our task, responses to words were
composed of at least two components: (1) a generic ‘‘circuit-
breaker’’ component also present for nonword stimuli and
associated with the momentary interruption of the meditative
task, the processing of an external visual stimulus, and the motor
response; and (2) a conceptual component related to the automatic
cascade of semantic associations generated by the presented word,
which was absent for nonword stimuli. In order to obtain an
estimate of the time course of the latter component, more
specifically linked to conceptual processing, the event-related
response relative to nonwords was subtracted from the response
relative to words, for each subject and each ROI. Finally, to test
the original hypothesis of a reduced ‘‘semantic reverberation’’ in
meditators compared to controls following the initial processing of
the stimulus, the values of the time course representing the
conceptual component were summed across all the time points
following the peak of the ‘‘canonical’’ hemodynamic response
represented by the Gamma function (6–14 s post-stimulus), and
the resulting sums were entered into a repeated-measure ANOVA
with group (CTRL, MEDT) as a between-subject factor and ROI
as a within-subject factor. Post-hoc tests of group differences
within each ROI were performed and Bonferroni correction was
applied to adjust for multiple comparisons.
fMRI of Zen Meditation
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org 8 September 2008 | Volume 3 | Issue 9 | e3083Acknowledgments
We thank Jeff Binder for the insightful discussions and for providing the set
of stimuli, and Fiona Fornwalt for her generous assistance in the initial
collection of the data.
Author Contributions
Conceived and designed the experiments: GP MC. Performed the
experiments: GP MC. Analyzed the data: GP YG. Wrote the paper: GP
MC YG.
References
1. Barinaga M (2003) Buddhism and neuroscience. Studying the well-trained mind.
Science 302: 44–46.
2. Knight J (2004) Religion and science: Buddhism on the brain. Nature 432: 670.
3. Nishitani K (1982) Religion and Nothingness. Berkeley: University of California
Press.
4. Kim H-J (2004) Eihei Dogen: Mystical Realist. London: Wisdom Publications.
5. Lutz A, Dunne JD, Davidson RJ (2007) The Cambridge Handbook of
Consciousness. In: Zelazo P, Moscovitch M, Thompson E, eds. Cambridge
University Press.
6. Lutz A, Slagter HA, Dunne JD, Davidson RJ (2008) Attention regulation and
monitoring in meditation. Trends Cogn Sci 12: 163–169.
7. Austin JH (1998) Zen and the brain: toward an understanding of meditation and
consciousness. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.
8. Raichle ME, MacLeod AM, Snyder AZ, Powers WJ, Gusnard DA, et al. (2001)
A default mode of brain function. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 98: 676–682.
9. Gusnard DA, Raichle ME (2001) Searching for a baseline: functional imaging
and the resting human brain. Nat Rev Neurosci 2: 685–694.
10. Binder JR, Frost JA, Hammeke TA, Bellgowan PS, Rao SM, et al. (1999)
Conceptual processing during the conscious resting state. A functional MRI
study. J Cogn Neurosci 11: 80–95.
11. Binder JR, McKiernan KA, Parsons ME, Westbury CF, Possing ET, et al.
(2003) Neural correlates of lexical access during visual word recognition. J Cogn
Neurosci 15: 372–393.
12. Fox MD, Snyder AZ, Vincent JL, Corbetta M, Van Essen DC, et al. (2005) The
human brain is intrinsically organized into dynamic, anticorrelated functional
networks. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 102: 9673–9678.
13. Mason MF, Norton MI, Horn JDV, Wegner DM, Grafton ST, et al. (2007)
Wandering minds: the default network and stimulus-independent thought.
Science 315: 393–395.
14. Buckner RL, Carroll DC (2007) Self-projection and the brain. Trends Cogn Sci
11: 49–57.
15. Gusnard DA, Akbudak E, Shulman GL, Raichle ME (2001) Medial prefrontal
cortex and self-referential mental activity: relation to a default mode of brain
function. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 98: 4259–4264.
16. Lou HC, Luber B, Crupain M, Keenan JP, Nowak M, et al. (2004) Parietal
cortex and representation of the mental Self. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 101:
6827–6832.
17. Wicker B, Ruby P, Royet J-P, Fonlupt P (2003) A relation between rest and the
self in the brain? Brain Res Brain Res Rev 43: 224–230.
18. Buckner RL, Andrews-Hanna JR, Schacter DL (2008) The brain’s default
network: anatomy, function, and relevance to disease. Ann N Y Acad Sci 1124:
1–38.
19. Shulman GL, Fiez JA, Corbetta M, Buckner RL, Miezin FM, et al. (1997)
Common blood flow changes across visual tasks.2. Decreases in cerebral cortex.
Journal of {C}ognitive {N}euroscience 9: 648–663.
20. Stark CE, Squire LR (2001) When zero is not zero: the problem of ambiguous
baseline conditions in fMRI. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 98: 12760–12766.
21. Vincent JL, Snyder AZ, Fox MD, Shannon BJ, Andrews JR, et al. (2006)
Coherent spontaneous activity identifies a hippocampal-parietal memory
network. J Neurophysiol 96: 3517–3531.
22. Binder JR, Westbury CF, McKiernan KA, Possing ET, Medler DA (2005)
Distinct brain systems for processing concrete and abstract concepts. J Cogn
Neurosci 17: 905–917.
23. McKiernan KA, D’Angelo BR, Kaufman JN, Binder JR (2006) Interrupting the
‘‘stream of consciousness’’: An fMRI investigation. Neuroimage 29: 1185–1191.
24. Binder JR, Swanson SJ, Hammeke TA, Sabsevitz DS (2008) A comparison of
five fMRI protocols for mapping speech comprehension systems. Epilepsia.
25. Fransson P (2005) Spontaneous low-frequency BOLD signal fluctuations: an
fMRI investigation of the resting-state default mode of brain function hypothesis.
Hum Brain Mapp 26: 15–29.
26. McKiernan KA, Kaufman JN, Kucera-Thompson J, Binder JR (2003) A
parametric manipulation of factors affecting task-induced deactivation in
functional neuroimaging. J Cogn Neurosci 15: 394–408.
27. Binder JR, Price CJ (2001) Functional imaging of language. In: Press M, ed.
Handbook of functional neuroimaging of aphasia. Cambridge: MIT Press. pp
187–251.
28. Catani M, Jones DK, ffytche DH (2005) Perisylvian language networks of the
human brain. Ann Neurol 57: 8–16.
29. Price CJ (2000) The anatomy of language: contributions from functional
neuroimaging. J Anat 197 Pt 3: 335–359.
30. Binder JR, Medler DA, Desai R, Conant LL, Liebenthal E (2005) Some
neurophysiological constraints on models of word naming. Neuroimage 27:
677–693.
31. Xiao Z, Zhang JX, Wang X, Wu R, Hu X, et al. (2005) Differential activity in
left inferior frontal gyrus for pseudowords and real words: an event-related fMRI
study on auditory lexical decision. Hum Brain Mapp 25: 212–221.
32. Clark D, Wagner AD (2003) Assembling and encoding word representations:
fMRI subsequent memory effects implicate a role for phonological control.
Neuropsychologia 41: 304–317.
33. Daselaar SM, Prince SE, Cabeza R (2004) When less means more: deactivations
during encoding that predict subsequent memory. Neuroimage 23: 921–927.
34. Hasson U, Nusbaum HC, Small SL (2007) Brain networks subserving the
extraction of sentence information and its encoding to memory. Cereb Cortex
17: 2899–2913.
35. Damasio H, Tranel D, Grabowski T, Adolphs R, Damasio A (2004) Neural
systems behind word and concept retrieval. Cognition 92: 179–229.
36. Fuster JM (1997) The Prefrontal Cortex - Anatomy, Physiology, and
Neuropsychology of the Frontal Lobe. Philadelphia: Lippincott-Raven.
37. Fuster JM (2001) The prefrontal cortex–an update: time is of the essence.
Neuron 30: 319–333.
38. Geschwind N (1965) Disconnexion syndromes in animals and man. I. Brain 88:
237–294.
39. Aboitiz F, Garcia VR (1997) The evolutionary origin of the language areas in the
human brain. A neuroanatomical perspective. Brain Res Brain Res Rev 25:
381–396.
40. Humphries C, Binder JR, Medler DA, Liebenthal E (2007) Time course of
semantic processes during sentence comprehension: an fMRI study. Neuroimage
36: 924–932.
41. Cahn BR, Polich J (2006) Meditation states and traits: EEG, ERP, and
neuroimaging studies. Psychol Bull 132: 180–211.
42. Antrobus JS (1968) Information theory and stimulus-independent thought.
British Journal of Psychology 59: 423–430.
43. Brefczynski-Lewis JA, Lutz A, Schaefer HS, Levinson DB, Davidson RJ (2007)
Neural correlates of attentional expertise in long-term meditation practitioners.
Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A.
44. Carter OL, Presti DE, Callistemon C, Ungerer Y, Liu GB, et al. (2005)
Meditation alters perceptual rivalry in Tibetan Buddhist monks. Curr Biol 15:
R412–R413.
45. Chan D, Woollacott M (2007) Effects of level of meditation experience on
attentional focus: is the efficiency of executive or orientation networks improved?
J Altern Complement Med 13: 651–657.
46. Pagnoni G, Cekic M (2007) Age effects on gray matter volume and attentional
performance in Zen meditation. Neurobiol Aging 28: 1623–1627.
47. Slagter HA, Lutz A, Greischar LL, Francis AD, Nieuwenhuis S, et al. (2007)
Mental Training Affects Distribution of Limited Brain Resources. PLoS Biol 5:
e138.
48. Tang Y-Y, Ma Y, Wang J, Fan Y, Feng S, et al. (2007) Short-term meditation
training improves attention and self-regulation. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 104:
17152–17156.
49. Kane MJ, Brown LH, McVay JC, Silvia PJ, Myin-Germeys I, et al. (2007) For
whom the mind wanders, and when: an experience-sampling study of working
memory and executive control in daily life. Psychol Sci 18: 614–621.
50. McGuire PK, Paulesu E, Frackowiak RS, Frith CD (1996) Brain activity during
stimulus independent thought. Neuroreport 7: 2095–2099.
51. Smallwood J, Beach E, Schooler JW, Handy TC (2008) Going AWOL in the
Brain: Mind Wandering Reduces Cortical Analysis of External Events. J Cogn
Neurosci 20: 458–469.
52. Smallwood J, Schooler JW (2006) The restless mind. Psychol Bull 132: 946–958.
53. Teasdale JD, Dritschel BH, Taylor MJ, Proctor L, Lloyd CA, et al. (1995)
Stimulus-independent thought depends on central executive resources. Mem
Cognit 23: 551–559.
54. Brosschot JF, Gerin W, Thayer JF (2006) The perseverative cognition
hypothesis: a review of worry, prolonged stress-related physiological activation,
and health. J Psychosom Res 60: 113–124.
55. Clayton IC, Richards JC, Edwards CJ (1999) Selective attention in obsessive-
compulsive disorder. J Abnorm Psychol 108: 171–175.
56. Hofmann SG (2007) Cognitive factors that maintain social anxiety disorder: a
comprehensive model and its treatment implications. Cogn Behav Ther 36:
193–209.
57. Ma SH, Teasdale JD (2004) Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy for depression:
replication and exploration of differential relapse prevention effects. J Consult
Clin Psychol 72: 31–40.
58. Siegle GJ, Steinhauer SR, Thase ME, Stenger VA, Carter CS (2002) Can’t
shake that feeling: event-related fMRI assessment of sustained amygdala activity
in response to emotional information in depressed individuals. Biol Psychiatry
51: 693–707.
fMRI of Zen Meditation
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org 9 September 2008 | Volume 3 | Issue 9 | e308359. Teasdale JD, Segal ZV, Williams JM, Ridgeway VA, Soulsby JM, et al. (2000)
Prevention of relapse/recurrence in major depression by mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy. J Consult Clin Psychol 68: 615–623.
60. Humphries C, Binder JR, Medler DA, Liebenthal E (2006) Syntactic and
semantic modulation of neural activity during auditory sentence comprehension.
J Cogn Neurosci 18: 665–679.
61. Cox RW (1996) AFNI: software for analysis and visualization of functional
magnetic resonance neuroimages. Comput Biomed Res 29: 162–173.
62. Cohen MS (1997) Parametric analysis of fMRI data using linear systems
methods. Neuroimage 6: 93–103.
63. Forman SD, Cohen JD, Fitzgerald M, Eddy WF, Mintun MA, et al. (1995)
Improved assessment of significant activation in functional magnetic resonance
imaging (fMRI): use of a cluster-size threshold. Magn Reson Med 33: 636–647.
fMRI of Zen Meditation
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org 10 September 2008 | Volume 3 | Issue 9 | e3083